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The crosses stood wound from foot to head with friendly,
blue convolvulus. The spot was certainly cheerful, and
dry. . . .
As the old man dug the grave he threw down the spade
from time to time, and seated himself on the damp, clayey
earth, to smoke, to think of death. But, evidently, the times
had not yet arrived when old people could once more die
quietly in their own huts and rest where their own fathers
and grandfathers had found their last shelter.
After Daria was buried life grew still quieter in the
Melekhovs' house. They carted the grain, threshed it,
gathered a rich harvest from the melon plot. They expected
news from Gregor, but nothing had been heard of him since
his departure for the front. Ilinichna said more than once :
" The devil doesn't even send greetings to his children !
His wife's dead, and now he has no need of any of us. . . ."
Then cossacks on active service began to return more and
more often on visits to Tatarsk. The rumours spread that
the cossacks had been beaten on the Balakhov front and
were retreating towards the Don, there to take refuge behind
the watery defence line and to act on the defensive "until
the winter. But as to what would happen in the winter:
all the front-line men talked of that without any attempt at
secrecy : " When the Don freezes over the Reds will drive
us right back to the sea."
Pantaleimon, zealously working at the threshing, did not
seem to pay any particular attention to the rumours roving
around the Don lands. But he could not remain indifferent
to what was happening. He shouted even more frequently
at Ilinichna and Dunia, grew more and more irritable as he
heard that the front was drawing nearer. He not infrequently
set to work to fashion something for the farm; but the
work had only to go at all wrong in Ms hands for him to
throw it down in a fury, and, spitting and cursing, he would
rush to the threshing floor, to allow his indignation to
simmer down. Dunia was more than once the witness of
such explosions. One day he set to work to mend a yoke ;
the job did not go well, and for no reason whatever the
furious old man snatched up an axe and chopped at the
voke until only splinters were left. The same thing occurred
with a horse-collar he was mending. One evening by the
nre he twisted a wax-end, and set to work to sew up the burst